Field Hockey: Rules of the Game

Topic 1:  Danger

With the exception of substitution and uniform rules, virtually every field hockey rule is written to reduce or eliminate dangerous play:
· Requiring goggles, shin guards and mouth guards seems pretty self-explanatory –they  protect the players from injury
· Obstruction eliminates pushing, which leads to dangerous play
· The rule restriction on stick interference (“hacking”) reduces the frustration that a ball carrier may feel, thereby reducing the risk of retaliation.
· Requiring goals to be scored from inside the circle reduces the number of really hard hits from far away from goal.  The rule on penalty corners that requires the ball to leave the circle before a shot can be taken allows the defense to get in safer position 
· High balls are judged on danger (more on this in a future Rules email), which means that playing the ball into the air unsafely is penalized
· High sticks when the player is in a crowd is prohibited because there is a risk of players being hit 
· Requiring that players be 7 yards from free hits reduces the risk of being hit by balls
· Restrictions on hitting into people reduces the number of times that a player will be hit with the ball
· Poor sportsmanship is punished since it can lead to an escalation of tempers and the resulting possibility of fights
These are just a few examples of rules that are in place to reduce or eliminate danger on the field of play.  The next time you hear a whistle blow, see if you can figure out where the “danger” was!
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Topic 2:  Advantage and “Held” Whistles
Often, you may see a foul, and wonder why the official did not blow their whistle…were they blind or what??  The next time that happens, look at the official closest to play and see it they have raised their arm.  This is called advantage, or a “held” whistle.  
When a foul occurs, one of the judgments that the umpire makes is whether or not an “advantage’ was gained by the offending team.  As many times as not, there was no advantage, and the player (or team) fouled will be able to continue playing.  This reduces the number of whistles during the game.  Can you imagine if the official whistled the ball dead after each and every foul?  The girls would hardly get to play at all---the game would turn into a series of free hit after free hit!  When the official raises their arm in these situations it is to indicate that they saw the foul, but have decided to not “call” it at that time.   It is also called a “Play On.”   It is a “wait and see what happens” situation…if you see that arm raised, the umpire is on the ball, and has seen the same thing that you did!

Topic 3:  Obstruction
What in the world is “Obstruction?”  Doesn’t it make sense to put your body between the ball and your opponent?  That may well be true, but the rules of field hockey prohibit that.  In other words, you must make the ball available to your opponent at all times. 
For an obstruction to occur, three things must be happening--all three things!
1) The ball carrier must be imposing her body between the ball and her opponent
2) The opponent must be trying to play the ball
3) The opponent must be  within playing distance (generally a stick’s length away)
When these 3 things occur, an obstruction occurs.  The official’s signal for this is raised crossed arms.  Another foul that may occur is “Third Man (or Party) Obstruction.”  This happens when the ball carrier’s teammate crosses between the ball and an opponent preventing the opponent from playing the ball.  Watch closely for the official’s raised crossed arms, and see if you can recall what you just saw---an Obstruction!

Topic 4:  Advancing
Advancing is called when the ball strikes a player’s body (not during dangerous play), and the player (or her teammate) gains an advantage.
This is most often seen when the ball is kicked.  You see the ball kicked, and you know that is against the rules.  Why didn’t the official call it?  Not every kick is a foul---an advantage must be gained as a result of the kick.  Remember the email about Advantage?  This is a time where the umpire uses their judgment about whether or not there was a benefit to the kick.  If not, the official may have a “Play On.”  

Topic 5:  High Balls
Why is it that sometimes the official sometimes calls balls high, while a ball of the exact same height is allowed to go on?  First of all, with one exception, the actual height of the ball is irrelevant.  Remember the email about danger?  Well, that is what is being judged here---not how high the ball goes. When I was an official, I used to say that a ball could be ankle high, and be dangerous, and it could be over heads and be perfectly safe.  The next time you see a lofted ball, see if it was dangerous or not—that is what is important, not how far it has come off the ground.
The one time that ball height is mentioned in the rule book is on the initial shot on a penalty corner that has a backswing.  For a goal to be scored, the ball must cross the goal line at 18” or lower.  This is why there is a board in the back of the goal.  The board is 18” high.  Any “goal” that is scored during a penalty corner that was the 1st shot with a backswing (not a flick or scoop) must cross at the board height or lower, otherwise it is not a goal.


Topic 6:  Stick Interference
Hockey can be a noisy game.  With sticks flying all over the place, there is a great chance that they will be banging against each other.  When the sticks collide with each other it is often a foul:  stick interference.  Some people will  call it “hacking.”  Sometimes you will hear a coach or an official say “Clean it Up.”  This is referring to stick interference.  
Why is it that sometimes this is called, and sometimes it is not?  When an opponent incidentally hits a ball carrier’s stick while trying to play a ball, this is not a foul.  When that same player just hits a ball carrier’s stick---interfering with her ability to play the ball, that is stick interference.  Remember the Advantage, “Held Whistle” email?  This is a prime time that an official may wait and see if the hacking causes the ball carrier to lose the ball.  It is quite possible that she can hold onto the ball and continue on. 

Topic 7:  Penalty Corners
A penalty corner, or a “corner” is called when the defense fouls while inside the semi-circle (the “circle”) near the goal.  This circle is 16 yards from the goal.  In addition to general fouls by the defense, if a defender puts the ball over the end line deliberately, a corner will be called.  
When a corner is called, 5 defenders (4 field players and one goalie) get set behind the end line, while their six teammates must go behind the 50 yard line.  The attacking players must be behind the line of the circle, and one player—the injector—places the ball on the end line.  She then puts the ball in play using any stroke she wishes.  Once the ball moves, the defenders can leave the end line.  The ball must travel outside the circle and then be brought back in before a shot is taken.
One thing that you may see is a call where the penalty is “bumped up” to a corner.  When the umpire determines that there is a particularly “bad” foul inside the 25 yard line, but outside the circle, they may bump the penalty up to a corner.  So, if you see a corner called when the ball wasn’t in the circle,that is what has happened!
Remember the Advantage/Held Whistle email from a few weeks ago?  This is a perfect time for the umpire to “hold their whistle” when a foul occurs to see if the attack can score.  When this is well managed by the official, it is a wonderful thing!

Topic 8:  Penalty Strokes
One of the most exciting things in field hockey is a penalty stroke.  This is a one-on-one situation between a “stroker” and the goal keeper.  When is it called?  When a defender deliberately fouls the offense--usually the ball carrier—and prevents an almost sure goal, a penalty stroke is called.  There are two times when you will most frequently see this called.  First, when a defender (not the goalie) is standing on the goal line and saves a sure goal with her feet or legs.  The second time that you may see this called is when the goalie lies on the ball, steps on it or covers it with her gloves.  All of these are permissible so long as she gets right off the ball, but if she does not, a stroke will be called.  The signal for this is one arm raised straight above the official’s head, and the other arm pointing towards the stroke mark.
The set up is as follows:  time out is taken.  All players except the goalie and the player taking the stroke are placed behind the 25 yard line.  The goalie will take her position in the goal with her feet in contact with the goal line.  The stroker will stand at the stroke mark, which is 7 yards from the goal line, and place the ball on the stroke mark.  Both players get set, and the umpire will ask first the goalie and then the stroker of they are ready.  After that, the umpire will blow their whistle and the stroker takes her stroke.  She may not take a backswing, which means that she will need to use a push pass, flick, or scoop.  If the ball goes in, it is a goal!  The ball may go in at any height and be a goal.

Topic 9:  Green Yellow and Red:  Cards!
An official carries three cards for special situations and fouls when a simple free hit or penalty corner is inadequate.    Cards are pretty dramatic, and fortunately, rarely given.  
There are three cards:  green, yellow and red, and each carries specific penalties.
The green card is used for repetitive delay of game situations such as hitting the ball away after a whistle.  Subsequent delay of game incidents will result in a yellow card and a 5 or 10 minute suspension.
Yellow and red cards are issued for rough and dangerous play, or poor sportsmanship.   When one of these cards is given, the offending team will play short.  Yellow cards carry a mandatory suspension of 5 or 10 minutes,  a decision left to the discretion of the umpire.   A player may receive more than one yellow card, but for the 2nd yellow, she must sit out for 10 minutes.   After one yellow card, the official may elect to use a red card, which disqualifies a player from participating in the rest of the game.   For a single flagrant foul, the official may give a red card immediately.  When this happens, a penalty stroke is also awarded.
Hopefully this has taken the mystery out of seeing green, yellow and red!








